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A subject-specific glossary-assisted model

-- Integrated online resources for Chinese students taking degree courses in English
Han Yang

School of Arts and Social Science

The Open University of Hong King

Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, China

Email: yhan @ouhk.edu.hk

The concept

The concept ' of subject-specific glossary-assisted model is derived from existing
vocabulary-based learning methodologies such as that which is implemented in the Virtual
Language Centre (VLC) website at the Hong Kong Polytechnic University
(http://vlc.polyu.edu.hk). This methodology integrates vocabulary, lexicon, concordancing and
multimedia to provide a comprehensive range of resources in support of the learner, and can
be applied to create an online resource for Chinese students taking specialized subjects such
as linguistics at the degree level. It also has the potential of becoming a virtual learning
resource supporting a broad range of web delivery programmes such as those offered at the
Open University of Hong Kong (OUHK).

The subject-specific glossary-assisted model is an integration of subject study with online
specialist glossary and will help students to access the meaning and pronunciation of
unfamiliar technical terms instantly thus eliminating or reducing much of the time and effort
otherwise spent in lexical research. This is especially beneficial for non-native speakers of
English taking English medium courses as is the case with many university students in Hong
Kong, since it is the speed at which they can absorb the unfamiliar vocabulary will affect the
quality of their study and their mastering of the course content.

The development of the online glossary

The idea of developing an online glossary using the concept of the subject-specific
glossary-assisted model reported here comes from the experience of running one of the
non-mandatory online courses! offered at the OUHK, namely A330 Introduction to Semantics
and Pragmatics. This is a higher-level ten credit English medium course which examines how
meaning is expressed via lexical, grammatical, metaphorical and interactional devices. The
course is divided into 10 units; each focuses on a particular area of the subject. As with all
other linguistics courses at the university level, in order to achieve the objectives set for each
study unit and to enable the students to understand and to explain the concepts adequately, it
is necessary to introduce relevant technical terms in linguistics in each unit. A specialist
glossary is provided at the end of each study unit for easy reference. Below is an example
taken from unit 8 of the course material:

Figure 1: Example of printed glossary

Conventional implicature implicature attached to a particular expression
Conversational implicature implicature attached to a particular utterance
Cooperative Principle assumed agreement in communication
Defeasibility context-sensitivity

Explicature explicit specification of background information



Hedging of maxims avoidance of making bold statement

Implicature pragmatic implications of an utterance

Maxims of conversation principles governing conversation

Non-detachability implicature remains the same in different utterances
Presupposition presupposed information

Relevance Theory cognitive account of pragmatic understanding

However, the glossaries printed on hard copies require the students to go through at least a
portion of the list in order to identify the specific term that they are looking for, and in this
sense it is comparable to using conventional dictionaries which is cumbersome to say the least.

In a course evaluation exercise conducted by the OUHK, when the students were asked about
their views on how the course A330 could be improved for future presentations, we found the
following response: “This course had quite a large vocabulary. Is there any way...to help us
understand vocabulary easier?” (Course Evaluation Questionnaire for OUHK Courses, A330,
August 2000, page 4). To use their second or third language to study a higher level English
medium course at the OUHK demands that the students have not only a reasonable
competence in English, but also the ability to learn new terms and absorb new concepts in that
language. So, in spite of the glossary lists supplied at the end of each study unit the students
still find the learning of new terminology in linguistics to be one of the difficulties they face in
their study of the subject. Based on our experience of creating an online dictionary for the VLC
previously, we concluded that one way of helping the students to overcome this particular
learning difficulty would be to provide an online glossary.

A full time post doctoral research associate has been employed to carry out the construction of
this online bilingual (English & Chinese) specialist glossary to support the Chinese students
of A330 Introduction to Semantics and Pragmatics. We are, in the first instance, converting
all the relevant course materials into an electronic database. These materials include all the
study units, self-tests, sample answers to self-tests, activities, as well as the monolingual
glossaries as appeared in the printed copy exemplified above. These glossaries will be made
into bilingual and will contain the following items for each term:

The terms itself (e.g. Semantics)

Chinese equivalent

Definition (in English)

Comments (e.g. noun)

Examples (these will be actual language examples taken from the concordancing
corpus files)

e Synonyms (if any)

The access to any word the student wishes to know will be simply placing the cursor above the
word in the text and double-clicking the mouse, and the glossary entry will be displayed
instantly. This methodology will be described later.

Subject specific glossary vs. other electronic dictionaries

One of the very useful learning tools to have come about through computer technology is the
electronic dictionary. Nothing is easier or faster than doing a search and retrieval from simply
typing in the search string, or copy/pasting the search string from a text, compared with the
often laborious and time-consuming process of finding desired information by leafing through
printed books. Yet, as Greaves and Han (1999) observe, despite the power and ease of use that
electronic dictionaries provide, they are still an under-used resource. One most obvious and



serious limitation on the use of the commercial dictionaries is that they are not tailored for any
particular group of users. As the compilation of the online bilingual specialist glossary is
based on the needs of the students taking specific courses, this resource can provide maximum
help for those students, and the WWW provides us with the technology to be able to make this
integration effective.

The technology

As mentioned at the beginning of this paper the concept of subject-specific glossary-assisted
model is derived from the existing ‘vocabulary-based’ learning methodologies such as the one
implemented in the VLC website. The VLC website is an integration of vocabulary, lexicon,
concordancing and multimedia which is achieved in a unified manner, and it is this model that
can be applied in creating an online resource for Chinese students pursuing degree level of
studies. An important feature of this technology is that the Chinese characters sets can be
either the traditional characters as used in Hong Kong and Taiwan, or the simplified
characters as used in the mainland and Singapore. It is equally possible to use both. This
technology has been tested with full multimedia support and WWW integration. The VLC
bilingual lexicon is now recognised as a part of the worldwide WordNet projects, which was
developed by the Cognitive Science Laboratory at Princeton University. The design of this
on-line lexical reference system is inspired by current psycholinguistic theories of human
lexical memory. English nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs are organized into synonym sets,
each representing one underlying lexical concept.

WordNet is available for use online at its website, and it is also available for download and is
free for anyone to take and use as they wish. In addition to including a desktop version of the
program, the database itself is contained in 4 large text files grouped as verbs, nouns,
adjectives and adverbs which can be adapted and customized to suit individual users
requirements.

The VLC Net Dictionary has been developed through a combination of its original entries and
by incorporating WordNet entries. The Net Dictionary now contains over 185,000 records,
with entries for more than 100,000 unique English words and of which 24,500 have their
Chinese translations.

Methodology

By using the strategy of text hyperlinks direct to the specialist bilingual glossary and the Net
dictionary database, entries can be built up over a period of time while still making the lexicon
available and fully functional in the sense of being an integral part of the learning activities,
and this is thus a flexible ongoing strategy of development. Eventually, the glossary will have
a sufficient number of fully edited and translated entries to serve as a general reference
resource for all students taking A330. We will then go on to create subject specific lexical
subsets by tagging particular items according to lexical genre.

The ability to tag entries according to genre gives us the possibility of listing many different
subject specific glossaries which can directly feed into various online courses to facilitate the
study of the students. Another feature which can directly benefit online courses is the ability
to have links to the dictionary dynamically generated from mouse clicks without the necessity
of creating specific hyperlinks for each item. This methodology will be discussed more fully in
the section on Active Dictionary web pages.



Lexicography

Following the methodology developed for the VLC Net dictionary, entries may be added and
edited directly using web editing forms, as shown below, which also shows the basic structure
of the lexicon database. This web-based edit form contains fields for the English and Chinese
equivalents, as well as fields for definition, comments and synonyms. The input method will
use an HTML form to display the data entries, which can be edited and updated from any PC
with internet access. Figure 2 below shows that the lexicographer is able to edit and create
the glossary entries by typing into the form, and the reference sources will make use of A330
text corpora for authentic text examples. The bulk of the work is both in creating and editing
the entries and in providing translations and examples from authentic sources.

Figure 2: the web-based edit form

English  |semantics

BED =]
: aE =

Chinese =
Definiti branch of linguistics dealing with the meanings of words '_{I
fhnon  |.nd sentences (_:J
Comments |- b‘]
]
E 1 Genetics, semantics, politics: the Reith Lectures have '_A_l
Xamples embraced every discipline since Bertrand Russell gave the .ll
{a

Synonyms o]

Active Dictionary web pages

As with the VLC Net Dictionaries, Active Dictionary web pages will make use of
programmable functions in MicroSoft Internet Explorer and Netscape browsers, and use a
point-&-click dictionary feature that dynamically links any word in the text to the Net
Dictionary. By simply placing the cursor above any word in the text and double-clicking the
mouse the dictionary entry for the word will be displayed. Therefore, there is no need to create
individual hyperlinks for particular words. An example of this can be seen in the VLC Listen
and learn section which integrates ReaAudio sound files with active dictionary pages that link
directly to the Net Dictionary. One attractive feature of this is that it enables students to hear
and learn the pronunciation of unfamiliar terms in the absence of a tutor.



Figure 3: dictionary lookup from a literary text using the mouse double-click
feature

I

| The Callof the  [egz] Wor!  ogmaio I Gol
o o Bl gparch: 1EAYEI0 TN
Wi Wil by Jack Londom  Coaen

father. He was not so large,--he v.;eighed énly one hundredandfor—ty éounds,--for his
mother, Shep, had been a Scotch shepherd dog.

It was in the fall of 1897, that the Klondike strike dragged men from all the world into
the frozen North. But Buck did not read the newspapers, and he did not know that
Manuel, one of the gardener's helpers, was an undesirable . Manuel had
one besetting sin. He loved to play Chinese lottery. Also, in his gambling, he had one

| besetting weakness-faith in a system, and this made his damnation certain. For to play

IEntries for Ecquaintance ]use [translation] definition [examples]

1. acquaintance rour A 1§ {% (& Bl & @ (% BT 8Y) a relationship less intimate than
friendship

See also: acguaintancqs%
f 2. acquainiance noun 32 il | TR personal knowledge or information ahout someone or
something

As more and more institutions establish online courses and learning web sites, the integration
of this kind of web based glossary/dictionary will become more widespread. Subject-specific
glossary-assisted model, while initially developed as an effective learning resource for a
specific course, is a strategy that can be integrated into a wide range of learning programmes.
At the same time it can help to develop, extend and improve the Net Dictionary lexical
database so that it can be the foundation of a broad learning aid distributed across the
internet globally.

In the long-term subject-specific glossary-assisted model will then be a contribution not only in
terms of what benefits our own students from having such a resource available online, but also
in terms of the wider development of IT-assisted learning worldwide.



Notes

1. There are two types of online courses at the QOUHK, mandatory and non-mandatory. The
former requires all students of the course to have computer and internet access. In mandatory
courses the course coordinators will only post course news online and will not need to send
hard copies of course materials to the students. Many science courses are mandatory online
courses. If the courses do not meet these two requirements then they are non-mandatory. All
courses offered at the School of Art and Social Sciences and Education are non-mandatory.

Students enrolled in non-mandatory courses will receive hardcopies of their course material
via post, but they can, if they wish, access the materials that have been put online. The type
and the amount being put online vary from course to course, some courses have more

extensive range of materials online and some have less, and some are only limited to chat
room and announcements without any teaching material online just yet.
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